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To my brother Arthur Sayres Anderson, Jr., “Chips,” who passed away in 1976 at the age of twenty-six. It was he who encouraged my love of music. He gave me my name and many life lessons. To him I will always be grateful!
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FOREWORD

All you have to do is listen to Sheila Anderson’s radio show, Sunday Morning Harmony, to understand why she was the perfect person to write The Quotable Musician: From Bach to Tupac. She says, “The show’s limitation of basically piano and guitar—or, as I say, ‘jazz without horns’—is a challenge that propels me to continuously do research to make the show as interesting as I can.”

I remember when Sheila first started doing the show, and all her friends were giving her suggestions for songs to play. More often than not, these helpful hints were met with a groan and a weary, “There is a saxophone-flute-trumpet-tuba-accordion in it.”

Make no mistake—the woman knows her music, from Mozart to Beck, from Martha Reeves to Monteverdi. Moreover, she gets music where you’re supposed to get it: in the heart. She trusts her gut, an act that takes courage—especially for a DJ in the center of America’s Capital of Musical Snobbery, rife with Julliards, Lincoln Centers, Sweet Rhythms, Birdlands, Village Vanguards, Brooklyn Academy of Musics, and WGBOs, holding forth with their own special brand of orthodoxies, arcane knowledge, and strict labels. But in about all these hallowed places she can be seen, defiant and holding her own ground, out on the town in the wee-est of hours—listening, appraising, smiling, mellowing out. She’s a sophisticated lady, but she bears little resemblance to the forlorn social butterfly of the Strayhorn song (“Smoking, drinking, never thinking . . .”), for she brings a thoughtfulness and wisdom to her ear that makes her heart stronger and her mind wider. Like a weathered merchant in an ancient bazaar, she knows straightaway if music is fake or real, human or extraterrestrial, good or bad.

That wisdom, that mirth, that good taste: They are all part of what makes The Quotable Musician an utter delight to read. It is wry, it is hilarious, it is poignant, and it is wise—by turns wicked and ribald, exalted and worshipful. At times, it makes me think of the comment once attributed to Alice Roosevelt Longworth: “If you haven’t got anything good to say about anybody, come sit by me.” And at times it makes me think of Saul Bellow’s insight into W. A. Mozart: “How deeply (beyond words) he speaks to us about the mysteries of our common human nature.”

Here is a compendium about music (and much more) from a true aficionado of all things musical, who knows that music is but a part of a larger enterprise. Sheila Anderson sees music as whole—as one of life’s sweeter gifts, often made by some of the most fallible, irresponsible, stupid, egotistical, beautiful, magnanimous, ingenious people who ever walked the face of the earth. We are all the better for it.

I dare anyone to dip into The Quotable Musician and not be refreshed, for its goal is to enrich, enlighten, invigorate, and amuse. And, good golly, Miss Molly, it delivers.

—RANDALL KENAN
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INTRODUCTION

As a child growing up in Buffalo, New York, music was my refuge. By night, I slept with the radio at my ear, and by day, I occupied the only record player in the house when my siblings allowed me access. Music was a constant in our household, and we all had our individual tastes. Chips, my oldest brother, listened to almost everything, though he preferred traditional jazz and blues and The Beatles; my sister Michele liked rock; my brother Michael listened to Motown and R&B, as did I, mostly. However, when I was allowed, I would listen to my two favorite albums of Chips’s: Miles Davis’s E.S.P. and Richard “Groove” Holmes’s Soul Message. On Sunday, my mother made us turn off our music: Sunday was her day to listen to what she wanted to hear, which was classical, folk, Duke Ellington, and Mahalia Jackson.

As a teenager, at parties, I took charge of the turntable and became the unofficial disc jockey. I would sit for hours listening to music and reading the back of album covers, and when the technology became available (to Chips’s horror), I made tapes of my favorite songs. Chips taught me at a young age how to respect music and how to listen to it. He was very possessive of his albums, so he instructed me on how to hold them. If he witnessed me putting my fingers on the albums or stacking the 45s on the turntable he would yell at me, give me a lecture—or, worse, not allow me to listen to them at all.

Music Is a Measure of Popular Culture

While I was a teenager and young adult, popular music evolved by leaps and bounds, and its cultural significance became all the more apparent. When The Beatles landed in America, I remember the controversy the band caused by being so outspoken (and for wearing long hair). The 1960s was a decade of change, and music reflected this: Motown came to be; rock and folk music evolved; and, as the Vietnam War raged on, so did the protest songs. Those were turbulent and exciting times; I remember listening to Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, Marvin Gaye, James Taylor, Carole King, Miles Davis, Count Basie, The Rolling Stones, Ike and Tina Turner, and countless other musicians who dared to be different and make a statement, personally and musically.

During the 1970s, black Americans were feeling a sense of pride, as reflected in James Brown’s song “Say it Loud: I’m Black and I’m Proud.” Women were also fighting for equality amidst all the talk about peace and the songs about love. Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young perhaps summed up the spirit of the decade best with the anthem, “Love the One You’re With.” Donna Summer rang in the disco era with “Love to Love You Baby,” while Marvin Gaye crooned “Sexual Healing.”

In 1980, Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean,” and the rift MTV caused when it decided not to show the video fell victim to the controversy that would characterize much of popular music throughout the upcoming decades. It is this distinctive controversy that speaks volumes about the nature of music, its effect on its listeners, and its encapsulation of popular culture.

The Human Behind the Musician

As I examine how music has shaped my perception of my life, I see that my constant love of music has been shaped, above all, by my constant love of people. As I compiled this book, I felt that the musicians were talking to me. Indeed, I have a much better understanding of the musician now that I have discovered such a wide range of quotes and examined music through the musicians’ own eyes.

Working on The Quotable Musician: From Bach to Tupac has been exciting and rewarding. When I embarked on this project, I was worried that I would not find enough material. However, I quickly saw that I had nothing to worry about; in fact, there was an abundance of material. As I sifted through the piles of magazines and books in my apartment, I was amazed at what I found. For the first time, I was thankful that I am such a pack rat—I found magazines that dated back to the early 1980s. As I rifled through the material, it brought back many vivid memories: going to parties with friends, trying to sing all of the words to the Queen song “Bohemian Rhapsody”; studying my flute and attempting both to transcribe one of Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos and to play Eric Dolphy’s daunting solo on “Left Alone”; and searching on Saturday nights, during my days as a disco diva, for the perfect hustle dance partner.

It was my intent, when I was asked to produce a book of quotes, that the collection also reflect my personality as well as the characters of the people whose words I have collected. I consider myself to be an intelligent observer, a cynic, an introvert who can be an extrovert, a contemplative, and someone who can at times be so silly that I make myself, and others, laugh. These qualities are what have instilled in me a love of so many different genres of music. It is my hope that you’ll find glimpses into the distinct and various personalities of the musicians and others quoted in this book—which I hope might make their words all the more powerful.

These quotes are compiled from many sources—books, magazines, the Internet, documentaries, and people who shared their own quotes that were either original or given to them by musicians. In a way, this book wrote itself. What has come of this endeavor is more than I expected. Instead of being simply a book of quotes, it is a study of music and its makers. As you read through these pages, you will see the connections between all kinds of music, throughout the ages. You will read quotes from jazz musicians and rappers who talk of being influenced by classical musicians. You will read about how similarly many musicians view society, how they feel about their art, and how they infuse their lives with humor to overcome the challenges musicianship can bring. You’ll find that the classical musicians were as critical of each other, and of critics, as musicians are today. They were also as flawed, fragile, funny, and introspective as modern-day musicians.

At times, the quotes in this book seem to make the musicians come alive; they are not just words on a page.The Quotable Musician is a book of quotes from Bach to Tupac. It is a glimpse into their music and into the people they are, and it shows how blessed we are that they have added something special to this planet. Perhaps you will do as I have done: read the book, listen to their music, and feel better for having done so.
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